Biometrics and The Disability Justice
Movement
Abi Click
What does it mean to be disabled in today’s
world? Some would argue that it means that you
are put at disadvantage compared to the abled
bodies around you. Others would say it is simply a
burden you carry. I would argue that disability
means that, in some way, society is not set up for
you. The disability justice movement, in its current
form, came to be in 2005 when queer disabled
activists of color began to discuss the ways in
which societal isolation, enforced by ableism and
capitalism, had failed the disabled community. 1
Meetings among such activists led to the current
working framework that is centered around 4 main
tenets: “1) All bodies are unique and essential, 2)
All bodies have strengths and needs that must be
met, 3) We are powerful, not despite the
complexities of our bodies, but because of them,
4) all bodies are confined by ability, race, gender,
sexuality, class, nation state, religion, and more,
and we cannot separate them.” 2
In their video, “My Body Doesn’t Oppress Me,
Society Does,” disability activists Patty Berne and
Stacey Milbern explain that a diagnosis alone does
not define a disability. Instead, the societal
implications of a diagnosis do. Stacey Milbern
explains this by saying that the current model of
disability blames a wheelchair user when there is
no ramp to a building, whereas the blame should
be placed on the building design for a lack of
access, and for functionally disabling wheelchair
users. 3 Therefore, there is evidence to suggest that
the definition of “disabled” changes from situation
to situation. This is a concept that the disability
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justice movement has been pushing for, for years.
Unfortunately, this is just one example we see
trends like this across major systems, leading to
an inherently ableist society.

Source: New York City Department of Transportation
Figure 1 NYC DOT joined the Mayor’s Office for People with
Disabilities in the first-ever Disability Pride NYC Parade on
Sunday, July 12, 2015

Disability in an Ableist Society
Neurodivergence
Our educational system is made for the neurotypical
mind, while the neurodivergent mind is often either
left behind or isolated. The categories of neurotypical
versus neurodivergent were created by Judy Singer in
the late 90s in hopes that it would shift the way we
think about conditions such as ADHD, Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Dyslexia, Borderline
Personality Disorder, etc. As a sociologist with ASD,
she hoped to shift the discourse from viewing such
disorders as conditions to seeing them simply as
different ways of thinking or learning.4 However, the
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neurotypical mind is the framework upon which
society has built systems, including the educational
system.
A typical classroom setup expects students to stay
silent and concentrated for long periods of time.
These are things that neurodivergent people find
incredibly difficult. In the current disability model, the
blame is put on individual students instead of the
educational system. The current solution is to isolate
diagnosed neurodivergent people from their
neurotypical peers as opposed to adjusting the
system that disadvantages them. It is also worth
noting that many neurodivergent people, especially
women, people of color, and people of low
socioeconomic status, are not officially diagnosed
until adulthood. This often results in these people
being left behind in the classroom.

engineered to the needs of disabled bodies making
them inaccessible.
Biometrics are also being used to identify things such
as emotion by “rigidly coding them” according to Dr.
Magnet. A common characteristic of many
neurodivergent people is stimming (including
“abnormal” hand or facial mannerisms) which could
easily be misinterpreted by a “rigidly coded” system.

This could lead to the discrimination of
neurodivergent people.

Biometrics
The classroom is not the only public domain in which
disabled individuals are disadvantaged. Newer
technologies, including biometrics, have been set up
in ways that do not serve the disabled community.
Dr. Shoshana Magnet discusses the most recent
repercussion of our ableist society in her book, When
Biometrics Fail: Gender, Race, and the Technology of
Identity. Biometrics is a relatively new and quickly
growing field that is not likely to disappear anytime
soon. In simple terms, biometrics is the use of
biological data for security purposes. However,
biometrics are not easily or equally accessible to
everyone, including but not limited to black
indigenous people of color, non-cis gendered people,
and disabled people.
Dr. Magnet discusses specific examples of people
being misgendered due to the technology’s reliance
on outdated characteristics of gender, such as long
hair.5 She also speaks on the limitations the
technology places on wheelchair users by not putting
things such as iris scanners at accessible heights.
Testing for these technologies is largely
representative of able-bodies and unfortunately, not

Source: Molly Walker, 2021
Figure 2 A representation of the disability justice movement
including various types of disabilities.

Looking Ahead
During the COVID-19 pandemic, many people have
come to terms with privileges they did not know they
possessed. One of these privileges has been that of
an able body. Many people are now being restricted
to their homes as many disabled people have been
before the stay-at-home orders. Similarly, people
have been forced to practice hyperawareness of their
immune system and learn to self-monitor their
symptoms in a similar fashion to the disabled
community. Now that many people have realized this
privilege, how do we begin to rectify these issues? Dr.
Magnet suggests that we begin to do so through
education. In her presentation to Purdue’s Honors
College in September of 2021, Dr. Magnet walked
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through several picture books that discuss a myriad
of topics. One of which, deals with the disability
justice movement. Magnet herself is the mother of a
neurodivergent child and uses these methods with
her children. She suggests that this is how we as a

society begin to combat the intense loneliness
resulting from oppressive systems. These picture
books are the next step in unlearning and unpacking
oppressive systems for both children and adults in a
post pandemic world.
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